Press Release 002
Can Advertising Manipulate People Against Their Will?

Ever since James M. Vicary was apparently able to demonstrate that it is possible to influence
people with subliminal messages and without their knowledge about it, people are afraid of such
marketing tactics.
1957, Vicary implemented the slogans "Eat Popcorn" and "Drink Coca Cola" into a movie. He used
such a short display duration, people had almost no chance to recognize it. He then observed a
significant increase in sales for Coke and popcorn.
The only problem is - the experiment never took place. It was only a big public relations coup to
promote Vicary's marketing company. Despite the discovery of this fraud, the fear of people is
persistent.
While on the one hand, scientists are arguing about whether subliminal advertising can by
definition be existent at all, many empirical studies proved that it is indeed possible to influence the
actions of people - without them knowing about it. Yale professor John A. Bargh is considered as
one of the greatest experts in the field of unconscious processing. He found out that people
unconsciously copy certain patterns of behavior of other people. Furthermore, dealing with certain
words can correspondingly change the behavior of individuals unconsciously (priming). Others,
such as Todorov and Engell, showed that subliminally shown faces can stimulate the amygdala in
our brain, which can influence the willingness to take risks and therefore the buying behavior.
Others showed that you don’t have to be able to recall an ad in order to show distinct reactions.
Critics might point out, that this is not subliminal influence. As initially indicated, some scientists
define "subliminal" in a way it cannot be existent by definition. Therefore, any proof is no evidence
for subliminal but subconscious effects. In the end, this scientific quibble is not of any interest to
ordinary citizens - there, the only thing that counts is the fact that apparently people can be enticed
to actions without knowing about it.
So, are we defenseless against the tactics of marketing experts? Is there a need to legislate for a
better control of insidious marketing?
No!
Just like science has proved (with the help of the latest insights into the functioning of our brain)
that subliminal influence is possible, it has also shown that these possibilities are very limited.
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It is generally not possible to entice someone to something he would reject on principle. Subliminal
manipulation by advertising almost always needs an already existing need or a corresponding
desire of the consumer. The implementation of a can of coke into a movie can make the audience
buy an appropriate drink - but only if they are already thirsty or generally like cola drinks – the ad
would only give some push towards a specific brand. Who does not drink Coke out of conviction,
will not suddenly start to do, just because an ad told him to. This is also because of the way our
brain works. As we know today, the subconscious mind is a complex brain function that always
processes information before the consciousness. Remarkable is the fact that even the
subconsciousness can evaluate information. So, even subliminal messages are reviewed in detail
by our brain. Thus, even our subconscious can distinguish between "good" and "bad"
advertisement. In a nutshell: We own some kind of a subconscious shield that protects us from
influences that we would reject consciously.
So people can be reassured that even insidious subliminal advertising cannot make them do
things, they do not want to do. Nevertheless, advertising effects take place primarily
subconsciously and thus are never completely controllable. However, this is not a sneaky trick of
the marketing industry, but a basic principle of advertising and persuasion. It happens at
newspapers, friendly discussions as well as in politics and religion.
As good as this sounds to consumers, it is a big problem for advertising companies. How can
these implicit effects be evaluated? How does advertising need to look like in order to not get
rejected by the target audience - neither intentionally nor subconsciously. Using data mining
procedures, novel analytical tools, such as Placedise, make the complex topic "advertising effects"
usable and understandable. At the same time, for example, the European Union is investing one
billion euros into the Human Brain Project - to study the processes of our brain in detail and also
develop far-reaching analysis tools. One can be sure that there will be even more in the future.
Thus, while companies get more and more controlling tools, consumers get additional
transparency and information. In any case, our automatic subconscious shield will be still active
even in 100 years.
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Jens Kuerschner is managing director at Placedise. He studied at the University of California Los
Angeles (USA) and the University of Bayreuth (Germany), where he also did extensive research on
the subliminal effects of product placement. Placedise is a software that is based on this research.
It is able to forecast the advertising effects of product placement and similar marketing tactics.
Please find more information at www.placedise.com.

www.placedise.com

Page 3/4

Chosen Literature and References
Bargh, John A. and Brian D. Earp (2009). The will is caused, not free. Dialogues, Society of Personality and
Social Psychology, 24 (1), 13-15.
Bargh, John A. and Melissa J. Ferguson (2000), “Beyond Behaviorism: On the Automaticity of Higher Mental
Processes,” Psychological Bulletin, 126 (6), 925–945.
Bargh, John A., Peter M. Gollwitzer, Annette Lee-Chai, Kimberly Barndollar, and Roman Trötschel (2001),
“The Automated Will: Nonconscious Activation and Pursuit of Behavioral Goals,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 81 (6), 1014–1027.
Bermeitinger, Christina, Ruben Goelz, Nadine Johr, Manfred Neumann, Ullrich K. Ecker, and Robert Doerr
(2009), “The Hidden Persuaders Break into the Tired Brain,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
45 (2), 320–26.
Chartrand, Tanya L., Amy N. Dalton, and Gavan J. Fitzsimons (2007), “Nonconscious Relationship
Reactance: When Significant Others Prime Opposing Goals,” Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology, 43 (5), 719–726.
Chartrand, Tanya L., Joel Huber, Baba Shiv, and Robin J. Tanner (2008), “Nonconscious Goals and
Consumer Choice,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (2), 189–201.
Ferraro, Rosellina, James R. Bettman, and Tanya L. Chartrand (2009), “The Power of Strangers: The Effect
of Incidental Consumer Brand Encounters on Brand Choice,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (5),
729–41.
Florack, Arnd and Simon Ineichen (2008), “Unbemerkte Beeinflussung von Markenpräferenzen: Die
Wiederauferstehung eines Mythos?” Wirtschaftspsychologie, 10 (4), 53–60.
Laran, Juliano, Amy N. Dalton, and Eduardo B. Andrade (2011), “The Curious Case of Behavioral Backlash:
Why Brands Produce Priming Effects and Slogans Produce Reverse Priming Effects,” The Journal of
Consumer Research, 37 (6), 999–1014.
Lee, Mira and Ronald J. Faber (2007), “Effects of Product Placement in On-Line Games on Brand Memory,”
Journal of Advertising, 36 (4), 75–90.
Matthes, Jörg, Christian Schemer, and Werner Wirth (2007), “More than Meets the Eye: Investigating the
Hidden Impact of Brand Placements in Television Magazines,” International Journal of Advertising, 26
(4), 477–503.
Todorov, Alexander and Andrew D. Engell (2008), “The Role of the Amygdala in Implicit Evaluation of
Emotionally Neutral Faces,” Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 3 (4), 303–312.

www.placedise.com

Page 4/4

